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Abstract 
School as an institution that nurtures education is heavily criticized nowadays, because it is not doing what it supposed to do.  We 
try to propose a new vision. One answer is decentralization so curricula can be more versatile and adapted to the regional context. 
The objective of the present research is to open a new discussion about the communities of practice in the context of 
decentralization process. We used documentation, conceptual analysis and content analysis as methods of research. The 
community of practice appears to be a tool as well as an environment adequate for the decentralization process.  
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1. Introduction  
Since the early 1990s there have been many criticisms of the lack of socio-economical relevance and impact of 
high-school and vocational learning and training, as well as of higher and postgraduate education and research in 
Romania, and their failure to engage effectively with the real life practice and educational policy-making. 
Since Romania became an EU member, the low compatibility between the Romanian education system’s 
outcomes and the requirements of a modern and increasingly dynamic, flexible and diverse European conglomerate 
of societies and economies have become even more visible. But Romania is not an isolated case. A large number of 
studies indicate that various levels of inconsistency between the real socio-economic life requirements (especially in 
the diversified European context) and the educational systems do exist across the whole European continent 
(Enăchescu, 2011; Enăchescu & Trapiel, 2014). 
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Despite several curricular reforms and the intense borrowing (often inconsistent and superficial) of western 
organisational institutional frameworks across the Romanian education system, critics strongly emphasize the 
perpetuation of a great deal of ineffective, rigid, unpractical, mono-disciplinary, and sterile educational practices as 
a result of the continuous primacy of the traditional educational paradigm, whose main characteristics are: 1) 
education consists essentially of knowledge transmission; 2) knowledge is unambiguous, unequivocal and un-
mysterious; 3) knowledge is divided into non-overlapping disciplines; 4) teachers are/should be authoritative 
sources of knowledge.  
2. Decentralization and the community of practice 
Decentralization has become a reality in many countries, making it one of the most important phenomena that 
affect the planning process of education over the past 15 years. In many countries with problems, decentralization 
appears to be the solution, because it allows quickly identification of problems and search for the most suitable 
answers. The transfer of authority from one level of education organizations to another level allows the mobilization 
of resources, which is the cause of many debates aimed at decentralization (Enăchescu, 2011; Enăchescu & Trapiel, 
2014). Provinces and communities have unequal financial and human resources. If the State does not compensate 
such inequalities by providing resources and technical assistance needed, decentralization will lead to significant 
disparities. 
Speaking about Romania, we can say that decentralization is part of the national strategy. This process aims to 
create an organized, financed and managed education system in accordance with European requirements in terms of 
quality of teaching-educational process, free, equal and full access of all children and young people in education act. 
Also, in this strategy there is permanent concern of educational supply at interests and needs of direct and indirect 
beneficiaries.  
A community of practice (CoP) is, according to cognitive anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, a 
group of people who share a craft and/or a profession. The group can evolve naturally because of the members' 
common interest in a particular domain or area, or it can be created specifically with the goal of gaining knowledge 
related to their field. It is through the process of sharing information and experiences with the group that the 
members learn from each other, and have an opportunity to develop themselves personally and professionally (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991). 
What we think it will be a gold mine for a new pedagogical theory is the apprenticeship concept position in the 
centre of CoP theory. The central role of apprenticeship could be the key to a new construction of a curriculum, a 
“decentred” curriculum, specific for a particular community build around a school or around a cluster of schools. 
This construction should lay upon a foundation represented by the community of practice that supports a learning 
process for a long period of time, submerged in a social structure. What we have in mind is vocational curriculum, 
with a loose sense of ‘vocational’,  as a program that is centred on a ‘job’, a possible job in the adulthood.  Along 
with theoretical preparation in the classroom with specialized teachers, pupils will benefit from practice with 
mentors and real work situations. The value of this kind of curriculum, which is nothing new, of course, it is 
revealing itself in the case of adolescents. As we have said in another article (Dumitru, 2013), an adolescent is 
finding himself/herself in the pursuit of his/her identity. This is a hard to get asset, especially nowadays, when the 
media and the Internet or the VR (virtual reality) offer so many opportunities of identifying oneself with superficial 
alter-egos or reduced to skeleton personas. This fact can confuse and abduct the true personal identity, and it is 
possible that it never be fully developed in the adulthood. 
In the ancient times, education was different, in the sense that a mentor, or somebody who proved her/his skills 
and competences in a field, had some novices, of different ages, that were thought how to do a job or guided to 
acquire some skills.  This situation was in the benefit of both parties, the novices were trained and also mentored, 
adding a style to their personality, shaping their character in the close relationship with their mentor and using 
mentor’s everyday behaviour as an example of adult behaviour.  
The media, movies, the Internet and VR are possible default settings for adolescents to identify themselves with 
some characters that are powerful suggestions to their immature self. We cannot argue against the fact that 
adolescence is a difficult age, when one is struggling to create a person, a personality and a character. It is a critical 
age,  similar,  but  not  as  intense  as  it,  with  the  crisis  at  three  year  old.  Teens  are  forging  a  new  person  that  will  
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become the adult and, actually, the person that we expect to be an active member of the society. What the 
community of practice can do for the adolescent is to help him/her to define identity. 
We proposed community of practice as a mean for decentralization because we have a different way of seeing 
learning. We (Dumitru, 2013) see the learning process as an individual enterprise; all theories say that learning is a 
process that starts with the need to add something to what we already know in order to solve a new problem. This is 
not the whole picture, though. The need to add something comes also from the need to be with others, meaning that 
an individual starts to learn something that permits her to be a part of a larger community – socialization - (Parsons, 
1962). On early ages, the child learns through osmosis, capturing meanings, actions, symbols, feelings from her 
parents and nearby adults or bigger children. This is Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) theory of the zone of proximal 
development (ZPD), which implies a social constructivist approach of scaffolding, meaning that the teacher (broadly 
speaking) provides to the new learner a context, a motivation and a foundation from which to understand the new 
information. The scaffold is gradually removed as the new learner progresses, until she independently comprises the 
new item (Harasim, 2012, p.71). Etienne Wenger along with Jean Lave (1991) introduce the term of situated 
learning in connection with peripheral participation (Wenger, 1991). When someone is engaging in a learning 
process no matter the age of that person, she is in a community, in a social context, and someone else is showing, 
directing or motivating her to build the knowledge for herself. The individual pursuit of the knowledge (not the 
information) is always situated in a social and cultural context that makes the person become, eventually, a part of a 
larger group of people, sharing a common pool of knowledge and practice. Children legitimate peripheral 
participate in adult social worlds (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The socialization process can be seen as an 
apprenticeship that takes many forms, but all have situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Lave, 1982).  
Situated learning means that learning occurs in social situations, rather than being a form of propositional 
acquisition. Instead of asking ourselves what kind of cognitive processes and conceptual structures are involved, we 
ask what kind of social engagements provide the proper context for learning to take place (Hanks, 1991, p. 14). The 
community (of practice, but not only that community) has a crucial role in skill’s acquisition and in general human 
understanding, interpretation and communication. Lave and Wenger advance a new theory of social learning with a 
bigger stake than it may appear prima facie: they say that verbal meaning is a product of speakers’ interpretative 
activities and not a “content” of linguistic forms. This shows that meaning, understanding and learning are defined 
relative to actional contexts and not to self-contained structures (Hank, 1991, p. 15).  
Every child is experiencing a sort of apprenticeship since her or his birth, where the community in which she or 
he is practicing construes the identity and the meaning of life (see above Wenger, 2009). From apprenticeship to 
situated learning is a natural step to do, because only in social contexts the mentor is teaching his/her disciple. At 
this point we must say that learning/apprenticeship takes place in a community that has its own history and cultural 
background and the interpretation, related meanings and identity are in accordance with deeper comprised historical 
facts. It is a phenomenological social act that one which introduces the child into the worlds of meanings, which 
later will become the personal world of meanings (the classical process of internalisation).  
This approach is a continuation and particularization of Vygotsky’s social learning theory by legitimating the 
newcomers in a community of practice (see Wenger, 1998). Before they are caught in the mainstream activity of the 
community, they sit and watch (observation as a learning method). So a social theory of learning have the following 
components (Wenger, 2009, p. 211): meaning (a way of talking about our ability – individually and collectively – to 
experience our life and world as meaningful); practice (a way of talking about the shared historical and social 
resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mutual engagement in action); community (a way of talking 
about the social configurations in which our enterprise is defined as worth pursuing and our participation is 
recognizable as competence); identity (a way of talking about how learning changes who we are and creates 
personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities). 
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Fig.1. Two main axes of representative learning theories (after Wenger, 1998, p. 12) 
The community has in its centre a social learning theory, which comes from combination of two main axes: one 
linking theories of social structure and theories of situated experience, and another linking theories of practice and 
theories of identity. The “apprenticeship” is a social structure learning, because it creates mental structures by acting 
and interacting with other people and with the environment; it is socialization, because the apprentice internalize 
norms and habits of the working group; it is activity, because the apprentice start to learn in the point of maximal 
historical development of that practice, but of which (s)he cannot yet perform by her/himself. (S)he needs a mentor 
or a more skillful peer (that falls under Vygotsky’s theory). And, finally, it is organizational learning, because, as 
Wenger admits, the community changes itself for replicate the conditions that will be appropriate for learning their 
newcomers.
3. Results  
The characteristics of a community of practice can be extrapolated to scholar communities to describe them, 
process  that  allows  us  to  start  a  classification  and  a  setting  for  the  best  approach  to  use  the  community  as  an  
educational opportunity. So using apprenticeship as a compelling learning process, the new conception of 
community of practice takes the relationship from a master / student or mentor / mentee to the relationship of 
changing participation and identity transformation from the community of practice. The community has in its centre 
a social learning theory, which comes from combination of two main axes: one linking theories of social structure 
and theories of situated experience, and another linking theories of practice and theories of identity. Decentralization 
appears to be the solution, because it allows quickly identification of problems and search for the most suitable 
answers. The transfer of authority from one level of education organizations to another level allows the mobilization 
of resources, which is the cause of many debates aimed at decentralization. Building a community of practice and 
helping learning to grow socially need decentralization. Decentralized model of schools assigns an important role of 
the school, as main decision-maker, allowing the participation and consultation of all interested social actors. 
Practitioners (from different domains) from a given area can associate themselves in communities of practice and 
start building curricula in collaboration with teachers for the schools in their geographical area, preparing children 
for more adapted outside-school life. 
4. Conclusions 
All stakeholders (parents, tutors, local authorities, etc.) can be a part of communities of practice and for this 
reason they can participate in the curriculum development of their schools. So the community of practice appears to 
be a tool as well as an environment adequate for the decentralization process. The success of decentralization is 
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based on the balance between authority and responsibility, the flow of human capacity and resources allocated. 
Efficiency lies in value added in education, attested by the capacity of young people for integration in society on the 
basis of determined skills as well as depending on capital market at local, national and international levels. 
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